Statement 
ot 
The National Conference 


On 


THE EMERGING CHURCH OF THE POOR 


This Statement was released 

at tne National Conference 

of Christian Political 

Activists, Social Scientists, 

and Theologians, held at 
Dhyana Ashram, Madras (Indja) 
on January 2-4, 1986. 


9 


CONTENTS 


PORAE ney a hs fy 


A word with you 

Introduction to the Statement 

The Indian Scene 

The Indian Churches 

The Emerging Church of the Poor 11 

Challenge of Faith | | : 13 

Our option for Socialism 14 J 

Our Stand 15 3 
16 


List of Participants 


Madras | 
2-4, January 1986 q 
Copies are available with: Convenor, Ad hoc Gomrninee ab 


the National Conference, A/23/3,  M. 1. G., Anna Nagar, — 
Madurai-625 020, India. ‘ 


Printed at 


Vanguard Press, 150, Ala il Road, Madurai-625 002 


~.. a word with YOU -.%% 


Dear Friend, 


We would like to share with you a few reflections 
before you begin to read and study this Document... 
As one leafs through the pages of history, one notices 
certain significant moments when basic questions have 
been raised by men and women regarding the assump- 
tions and values on which society was constructed in 
particular periods, which, in turn, have given definite 
direction to history. This has also been true of the history 
of the Churches belonging to different Christian denomi- 
nations. 


We are experiencing today the awakening of the 
consciousness of the poor and of those who are com- 
mitted to the cause of the marginalized all! the world 
over, and in particular, in the Third World Countries. New 
questions are being raised and answers are sought to 
the manifold problems that men and women experience 
in their lives. Concerted attempts are made to look at 
history from the eyes of the poor and the marginalized, 
and there is convergence of energies of committed men 
and women to create history with their struggles of joy 
and pain, blood and death, uncertainties and hopes. The 
National Conference of THE EMERGING CHURCH OF 
THE POOR held at Madras (India), from January 2nd 
till the 4th, 1986, is one small but significant effort in 
this direction. 


The following pages carry the Statement which 
emerged in the process of debates and discussions that 
took place in an atmosphere of freedom and openness 
during our collective search. We had with us_ political 
activists, social scientists and theologians belonging to 


different Christian denominations. Perhaps this is the first 
time that men and women belonging to the three different 
but interrelated streams merged together to probe the 
reality of the Indian society, of which the Church is a 
part, and to collectively discover the meaning of the 
Emerging Church of the Poor and its implications for 
us and for you. 


We would like to share with you our reflections 
and the stand that we have taken in order to facilitate 
and continue the process of debate and dialogue with 
you, and to explore the possibilities of joining together to 
take up this historic task of the liberation of the poor 
and the marginalized in India and elsewhere. We would 
like to initiate this debate with individuals and groups, 
organizations and movements, belonging to different 
ideologies, religious affiliation, and levels of commitment 
to the cause of the oppressed. 


We gladly welcome your critical comments on the 
Statement, your valuable insights and your specific suggestions 
for future course of action. 


In solidarity, 
Madras 


Agee The Participants of the 


National Conference 


Contact Address: 


The Convenor 

Ad hoc Committee 

of the National Conference 
A/23/3, MIG 

Anna Nagar 

Madurai-625 020 

Tamilnadu - India 


Statement of the National Conference 


on 


THE EMERGING CHURCH OF THE POOR 


January 2-4, 1986 


Dhyana Ashram, Madras, India. 


1.1: We, a group of fortyfour Christian political acti- 
vists, theologians and social scientists met at Dhyana Ashram, 
Madras from 2nd to the 4th January, 1986, in a National 
Conference to share our experiences and reflect on the 
“Emerging Church of the Poor.’” In the context of the mar- 
ginalisation of the vast majority in our country, the meeting 
of these three groups involved at various levels in people’s 
struggle was long overdue. Now during the forthcoming 


Papal visit to India, which has not only a religious but also 
a definite socio-political significance, there is the danger of 
this reality of the struggling Church being lost sight of. 
Hence we focussed our reflection on the emerging struggles 
of the poor for liberation, and on the role of those who 
have made an option to join the same struggle. We beiieve 
that this continues the work of Jesus who enabled us to 
be free from slavery and was killed in the struggle for 
fulness of life for all. 


1.2: We call upon all those who are dissatisfied with 
the present social system and are committed to the cause 
of justice to join hands in the ongoing journey towards 
liberation. 


2. The Indian Scene 


21: A perceptive look at the happenings in the 
country -at both the national and regional levels - poses 
many disturbing questions before us. 


...the Operation Blue Star and the subsequent carnage 
of the Sikhs in Delhi... the inhuman tragedy of the 
Bhopal disaster... the baffling Supreme Court verdict 
on slum evictions... the highhanded removal of the 
Madras fishermen and the heartless shooting by the 
police in the name of urban beautification... the atro- 
cities against the Harijans in Karamachedu... the cold 
blooded murder of men like Dr. Ramanathan and the 
silencing of human and civil liberties movements... the 
callous indifference of the government to the protracted 
struggle of the fishermen in Kerala... the long drawn 
out caste war on the reservation issue in Gujarat... 


All these and many other events are not disparate, but are 
the inter-linked expressions of a society which is experiencing 
the sharpening of its inherent contradictions. 


2.2: The rural agrarian society is predominantly deter- 
mined by feudal relations. Power and wealth are concentrated 
in the hands of afew. The top 10% own 56% of land 
while the bottom 50% own only 12%. This is augmented 
by the steady increase in the number of those who are pushed 
into the rank of landless labourers, many of whom are forced 
to migrate to the urban areas resulting in the offshoot of 
slums. Besides, the continued existence and exploitation of 
bonded labourers in millions betrays the character of feudal 
relations dominating the agrarian scene. A very clear link 
between class and: caste is noticed. Those who own an 
inordinately large share of the country’s riches belong, by 
and large, to the upper castes. On the other extreme, the 
scheduled castes and:scheduled tribes comprise 90% of those 
who live below the poverty line and a vast majority of the 
landless labourers. Hence the worst hit by the feudal re- 
lations of the agrarian society are the scheduled castes and 
the scheduled tribes. 

2.3: In the industrial sector, the top 1.6% of the 
industrial houses, while owning 53% of the assets are in 
alliance with foreign capital. Liberalisation of the licensing 
policies, reduction in corporate taxes with the definite 
intention of wooing the powerful upper class and burgeoning 
middle class, liberalisation of imports, introduction of 
capital intensive technology and a parallel opening to 
international financing through IMF and World Bank - these 
form a part of the new economic policy of the Government 
which claims to usher the era of prosperity in the India of 
the 21st century: In the final analysis, these measures 
will further promote the exploitative vested interests of: both 
the monopoly capitalists and the multinationals. Thus, ‘it 
is becoming increasingly clear that Indian industry is firmly 
set on the capitalist path. At the same time, one also 
perceives the continued presence of strong feudal forces 
relentlessly permeating and critically affecting the growing 
capitalistic system. It is obvious that this will result in high 


5 


unemployment, marginalisation of weaker sections, greater 
exploitation of women and children, environmental pollution 
and destruction of forests, fish and lands. Besides, the 
mushrooming of slums and the appalling condition of 
human life therein are clear pointers’ to the unhealthy 
direction in which the country is moving. 


24: The prevalent political culture is conducive to 
a more efficient manipulation of the masses and the 
eventual negation of their human dignity. The managerial 
system of governance directed by a group of technocrats, 
legitimization of the leadership of the ruling class by 
systematic image - building exercises and the development 
of information science to control the thinking of the people 
through the blatant misuse of the media-such are the strategies 
systematically adopted by the anti-people political machinery. 
Candidates are denied their right to contest elections as 
independents. There is rampant rigging and large scale booth 
capturing. Local elections are continuously postponed for 
as many as fifteen years, as in the case of Tamilnadu. The 
national opposition has aimost disappeared. At the same 
time we notice the concerted attempt of the ruling classes 
to foster communalism coupled with religious fundamentalism 
so as to divide and divert the attention of the working class. 
All these have led to the reduction of democracy to a farce 
and the appearance of an autocratic and fascist state. 


2.5: An assessment of the functioning of political 
parties today reveals the absence of an _ effective political 
force to mobilise people’s dissent against the growing 
fascism of the State, and thus champion the cause of the 
struggling masses. 


2.6: In the midst of such a dehumanizing socio- 
political situation, we discover a ray of hope. The deep 
longing of the marginalized to be free and to become 
human cannot be stifled far too long. They have begun 
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to mobilize their dormant power, assert. their inalienable 
right to participate in decision-making processes, and 
establish their legitimate role in the transformation of 
society. One has only to turn around and notice the 
emergence of various groups and movements in many 
parts of the country. Militant peasant movements, independent 
trade union movements, dalit and tribal movements, civil 
rights, women and student movements are clear indications 
of the rising consciousness of the masses as relevant 
political forces. 


2.7: These movements are viewed as threats to the 
designs of the ruling classes and their allied vested 
interests, and they project these legitimate struggles as a 
law and order problem and as endangering national security. 
The enactment, by the State, of such black laws as the 
Essential Services Maintenance Act (ESMA), National 
Security Act (NSA), and the Anti-Terrorist Act, combined 
with the unleashing of a reign of terror in the countryside 
by the private armies of landlords in states like Bihar, 
conversion of Andra Pradesh and Tamilnadu into police 
states, the frequent intrusion of the army and para-military 
force into civil life and the constant occupation of the North- 
East region by the army - all these are efforts designed at 
suppressing genuine aspirations and legitimate democratic 


dissent. 


2.8: It is increasingly clear, then, that the Indian 
society is in ferment, and class contradictions are steadily 
being sharpened with clear realignment of socio-political 
forces. 


3. The Indian Churches 


3.1: When we turn. our eyes from the _ national 
scene to the Churches as forming part of the Indian society, 
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we identify certain issues and events in their recent history 
showing us what the reality of the institutional Churches is 


today. 


the collusion of the Kerala Bishops with the 
Karunakaran ministry vis-a-vis the Fishermen's 
struggle... the supercession of the Youth Movement 
by the Bishop of the Madhya Kerala Diocese of the 
C. S. |. specifically because of the former's involve- 
ment in organizing the oppressed groups of christians. 
and the suspension of a_ presbyter who _ identified 
himself with the Faith Movement of the oppressed 


sections... the derecognition of the Young Catholic 
Workers (Y.C.W.) Movement by the Catholic Bishops 
Conference of India (C.B.C.1.)... instances of 


greater patronage to independent: fundamentalist and 
traditional seminaries and a deliberate avoidance of 
progressive seminaries in the C.S.1., Lutheran and 
Catholic Churches for admission and training of 
ministerial candidates ... the unquestioning acceptance 
of the Roman Document ‘Instructions on Certain 
Aspects of the Theology of Liberation’ by the leaders 
of the Catholic Church ... the reactionary response 
of some Catholic Bishops, as individuals and 
through their regional conferences such as_ the 
Tamilnadu Bishops’ Conference, to the critical 
questioning of the same Document by Christian 
political activists and theologians ... 


3.2: These are some of the issues and events that 
sharply . point out the status quo stance of the Indian 
Churches, inspite of the fact that reams of radical statements 
have been released by them from ‘time to time at 
their national and regional forum. © Their radicality has 
remained mere rhetoric, and has failed to come to grips in 
praxis withthe structural problems. Barring stray cases, no 
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fitting and conceried political response seems to emerge from 
the Churches vis-a-vis certain political events of national 
importance as that of the heart-rending Bhopal tragedy, the 
cruel murder of the Sikhs in Delhi and the systematic 
silencing of political activists and leaders of civil liberties 
movements in Delhi, Andhra Pradesh and Tamilnadu. On the 
other hand, their response to issues like O. P. Tyagi’s Anti- 
Conversion Bill, the Education Bill in Kerala and the 
Tamilnadu Government's effort to rename the Cathedral Road 
in Madras by T. T. Krishnamachariar Road has, besides giving 
a certain-communal colouring and promoting vested interests, 
contributed to the strengthening of the minority complex. 
This has led the Christian communities to be inward-looking. 
We cannot also close our eyes to the misuse of the 
minority rights guaranteed by the Indian Constitution; it is 
obvious that several institutions run by the Churches have 
served the interests of the elite who run them, rather than 
the christians at large. thus developing a strange situation 
of a minority group using a _ minority community. One 
also notices a streak of religio-political communalism in 
the launching of certain christian political parties; their 
constant alliance with the existing rightist parties betrays 
their reactionary character. We would also like to point out 
that certain other issues, as for example the condition of 
the Christian Scheduled Castes both within and _ outside 
the Churches, the cancerous growth of casteism, the role 
of women and the collaboration of the laity as co-partners 
at every level of the life of the Churches, have eluded 
the minds and wills of the Church leaders for years. These 
are some of the trends that demand constant and deeper 
probing into the structure and functioning of the Churches. 


3.3: It is in this context that we studied the tota- 
lity of the Church as an institution, with its power rela- 
tions and alliances. The decision-making power in the 
Churches is in the hands of a few dominant groups of 
land and estate owners, upper class urban executives and 
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upper caste elements in some States in the South and 
the West. The structure of the parishes is feudal and 
male-dominated, with the clergy keeping all power ‘in its 
hands and denying actual participation to the majority, 
much less to the poor. Women contribute their mite in 
varied services but are kept out from decision-making, and 
have practically no role to play in theological reflection 
and Church ministries. The various social service organi- 
zations of the Churches and the religious congregations 
with their manifold institutions often represent multi- 
national ties through whose funds it is easy for them to get 
their relief and economic development projects sanctioned. 
For this purpose, they use the revolutionary rhetoric of work- 
ing for the cause of the poor. In the process of implemen- 
ting these projects, the political role of the downtrodden in 
the transformation of society is blunted, and this exposes 
the collusion of the congregations and service organizations 
with foreign funding sources and the subtle use of the 
former by the latter for maintaining the status quo elite 
society. 


3.4: All this indicates that the institutional Church 
is intrinsically woven into the Indian society which is feudal, 
capitalistic and semi-colonial. !t is no wonder, then, that 
this Church manifests tts total incapacity to raise a consis- 
tent prophetic voice in word and deed against blatant opp- 
ression and injustice perpetrated by the anti-people forces 
in the Indian society, and within its own precincts. It ts 
imperative, therefore, for the present Churches to break their 
ties with foreign and internal oppressive forces in terms of 
theologies and liturgies, pietism and pilgrimages, power and 
status, individualistic and moralistic approaches to the com- 
plexity of human political problems, funds and projects. We 
have strong reservations about dependence on these foreign 
funds and projects which promote subservient patterns of 


thought and behaviour to the detriment of the Churches’ 
genuine involvement in struggles. | 
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Bee 3.5: The circumstances in which the Pope's. visit is 
_ taking place and the type of response of the Church leaders 
to it have brought to focus some of the serious ills of the 
institutional Church, its imperialist links, coupled witht the 
political rather than the poor-centred prophetic and spiritual 
__ power of the Vatican. Considering the elaborate preparations 
___ undertaken to have ostentatious ,celebrations of the event 
in many places and the enormous amount of money collec- 
4 ted in the form of donations, we fear that this visit may 
become a symbol of all that hinders the emerging Church 
of the poor. This may serve to consolidate the present 
‘power structure of the institutional Church, and in the pro- 
cess add to the ambiguity of its role in India. 


4. The Emerging Church of the poor 


4.1: But there are new strirrings anda new 
awakening of thought and sensitivity in the Churches, as 
is evidenced in the struggles of the marginalized who 
have become conscious of their dignity and destiny, and 
in the committed lives of individual and groups of 
_ Christians and others who have opted to be with the 
poor. It is in their midst that we find the sprouting 
seed of the Emerging Church of the poor. We discover 
the hope of this New Church in the struggling fishermen 
in Kerala. and Goa, the tribal movements in and around 
Chotanagpur, the Kashtekari Sanghatana in Maharashtra, 
_the scheduled caste and peasant movements in Madhya 
Pradesh and Tamilnadu, and in various other places 
where the human cry for justice takes the form of poli- 
- tical struggles for life through death. 


4.2: This Church is a movement of the people. 
The poor are the central reference point for all its 
thought processes and activities. The liberation of the 
Struggling poor become the focal meeting and merging 
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point of all christian denominations and religions. Having 
the poor at the heart of its concern, this Church protests 
against all forms of communalism within and outside, and 
opens itself out to the call of history to become secular. 
Hence, it fights against the complex and manifold boun- 
daries set by the dehumanizing structures of various re- 
ligions and different christian denominations by looking 
at them critically from the standpoint of the poor, and by 
joining with all secular ‘forces: which have sided with the 
masses. For this very reason, it gets marginalized. Never- 
theless, the New Church moves on relentlessly in its search 
for meaning and fulness, having its faith in the power. of 
the poor and inspired by the dynamic presence of Jesus. 


4.3: The dedicated involvement of christians is 
viewed by the hierarchy as posing a serious threat to its 
power structure and alliances, and is dealt with as an 
administrative problem. Hence, ‘certain disciplinary norms 
are established to negate their participation in these genuine 
struggles. We would like to point out in particular the re- 
pressive forms of authority exercised ' by the ‘institutional 
Church teaders on the socio-politically committed pastors 
and religious by restricting their movements, by silencing 
their protest voice and by arbitrary transfers. We are also 
aware of the danger inherent in the promotion of pietistic 
and ritualistic forms of wership, charismatic movements that 
are far removed from the socio-political reality, evangelical 
gatherings that are of a fundamentalist character, and the 
numerical expansion of the Churches through conversions 
prompted by material inducements. We reject them ‘because 
they have a strong tendency to numb the consciousness 
of the poor and divide the working class. Thus they lose 
their relevance to that urgent and incessant cry of justice 
which forms a constituent dimension of faith. 


44: It ts in this context that we take the 
central message. of Jesus seriously, which is towards 
freedom and fellowship, love and life. We are increasingly 
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conscious of the historical secular meaning of the Gospel. 
We encounter the Divire as the ineluctable demand of 
justice for all, and we discover this with growing clarity 
through involvement in the historical struggles of the 
oppressed for liberation. We accept the promise and hope 
of a New Earth. There is thus an emergent body of 
committed christians who question the feudal traditions of 
the Churches, reject their power structures, object to their 
connivance with a system of injustice and domination, and 
regret its silence in the face of oppression of the masses. 


5. Challenge of Faith 


5.1: All those christians who have opted to be on 
the side of the poor have been largely led to this commit- 
ment through involvement in secular political struggles. 
Based on this experience, they feel the need to redefine their 
faith. Together with them, we too see a fresh understanding 
of our faith and its challenges. 


5.2: Liberation is a political and secular activity. It is 
a collective action of people to free themselves from every 
kind of bondage and oppression - economic, political, 
cultural and religious. Through liberational activity human 
beings realise their own humanity by taking control of 
history and becoming makers of their own destiny. At 
the heart of this committed action lies a certain conception 
of human life, a sense of worth and dignity of every human 
person, irrespective of birth, status and possessions. This 
view of human jife is what faith affirms. 


5.3: This faith is operative in authentic religion as 
well as in secular humanistic ideologies. It is discernible 
in the actions of many who find the existence of God as 
a separate reality difficult to accept, but for whom the 
service of suffering men and women is primary, even at the 
cost of their lives. Conversely, such faith may be totally 
absent in those who profess belief in a God but support 
and nurture oppressive structures and forces. 
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5.4: Jesus lived this faith. He challenged and fought 
against oppressive structures of religion and society. He 
took sides with the poor, the down-trodden, outcastes, 
women and all the powerless. He announced a programme 
of social reversal to make the last first and let the poor take 
the future of history into their own hands. He refused to 
comaromise and chose rather to die in order to affirm human 
freedom. But Jesus has been turned into a triumphalist idol of 
an exclusive community. We want to categorically denounce 
this idol and continue the work which Jesus initiated. 


5.5: The horizon of faith in the immense possibilities 
of the human keeps us from absolutising structures, achieve- 
ments and ideologies. In this faith we find the freedom to 
to be critical and ever strive to move beyond them. 


5.6: This struggle for liberation is always costly, 
full of risks and demands a price. The example of Jesus is 
a source of strength for the emerging church of the poor. 


6. Our Option for Socialism 


6.1: This church of the poor emerges in the struggle 
for a new democratic society in which all are equal. We 


find capitalism and its values militating against such a society. 


6.2: In the present Indian context, the only meaning- 
ful answer to the challenges posed on the economic, socio- 
political and cultural fronts is to be found in a socialist 
order as characterised by rationality, equality, democracy, 
secularism and universal brotherhood. Decentralisation of 
power at all levels and abolition of private ownership of the 
means of production and their social ownership are necessary 
steps towards socialism. Evolving a people's culture is an 
essential step of socialism; this requires replacement of all 
the oppressive factors and the discovery of liberative elements 
in people’s culture. The socialist model we envisage cannot 
be a mere replica of other existing or past socialist models 
but should be rooted in the Indian reality. 
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6.3: Turning this socialist model into a reality requires 
a revolution which is only possible under the leadership of 
a revolutionary left party with a clear ideology and programme 
of action based on the understanding of the concrete Indian 
reality. Given on the one hand the transitional character of 
today’s society and on the other the growing fascist, auto- 
cratic and militarised State the need to work towards the 
formation of a united front of all progressive, democratic, 
secular and revolutionary forces spearheaded by the working 
class becomes urgent and essential. The working class, 
students, youth and women’s movements, the movements of 
the oppressed sections, the movement for the protection and 
preservation of the environment, the forum of the intelligentsia, 
the people’s science movement and the movement for the 
protection for civil and democratic rights will form a part of 
such a broad alliance. The specific task of such a united 
Tront will be to carry on the fight against the fascist tendencies 
in the interregnum until the left party launches its revolution, 


7. Our Stand 
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7.1: The effectiveness of our response to this histo- 
ric task will depend on the extent to which we delink our- 
selves from all forces promoting the interests of the domi- 
nant classes both in and outside the country and the 
Churches, and on the option we decide upon. We. affirm 
our stand to be secular and democratic, and to commit our- 
selves to align with the united front of all progressive, demo- 
cratic, secular and revolutionary forces for the attainment of 
a universal socialist society. While our primary task is 
towards the attainment of such a socialist society, we also 
affirm our stand that we have a role to play for the emer- 
gence of the Church of the poor. 


7.2: We believe that this task does not require from 
us any specific christian identity or movement. The need of 
the hour is that we join with all secular forces struggling 
for the liberation of the poor of India. 
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“... In many parts of the world churches 
are taking positions in support of the struggles of the 
poor for justice and liberation. The Holy Spirit is 
©pening up ways for the renewal of the Churches’ 
life in contact with the poor... We are encouraged 
By these experiences which are signs of change in 
the Lfe of the Churches and indicate that Christian 
communities are repenting of the way they have often 
behaved towards the poor. Signs of hope and justice, 
not only for Christians, but also for the poor... A 
new vitality of Christian life and witness among the 
poor is being discovered, and this contrasts with the 
Stagnation and frustration found among many sectors 
of the Christian rich... Through such experiences, 
churches are becoming aware of some of their capti- 
vities. In making an option to be in solidarity with the 
poor, they are discovering new opportunities in 
mission and for the proclamation of the Gospel, 
as well as new dimensions in service and a new 
dimension in the search for Christian unity. In this 
sense, many say the poor evangelize. The redeeming 
and liberating power of the Gospel is more strongly 
manifested among the poor, as is experienced by 
churches in South Korea, the Philippines, South Africa, 
Brazil and elsewhere. These experiences are a call to 
the rich churches to accept renewal, to make an option 
for solidarity with the poor. They are an invitation 
to live ‘in the Spirit’ which the rich churches are 
Called to consider in all seriousness."’ 


— ‘Towards a Church in Solidarity with the Poor?’ 
World Council of Churches, [980 
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A WARNING FOR OUR TIMES 


‘Jn Germany, the Nazis came first for the communists and 
I didn’t speak up because I was not a Communist. 


Then they came for the Jews, and I didn’t speak up because 
I was not a Jew. 


Then they came for the trade unionists, and I didn’t speak 
up because I was not a trade unionist. 


Then they came for the Catholics, and I was a_ protestant 
and so I didn’t speak up. 


Then they came for me, and by that time there was no-one 
left to speak for anyone’’. 


MARTIN NEIMOLLER 
(1892 - 1984) 


sesnentne en innate att in Nan a A CL LALLA LAL 
: 


